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PROBLEMS OF CONDUCTING RESEARCH IN ORGANIZATIONS:
THE CASE OF POLICE DEPARTMENTS

Joel Lefkowitz2
Baruch College, CUNY

Although more and more psychologists are gaining experience in working with
police officers aad police departments, rather little has been written concern-
ing their experiences. Some notable exceptions are articles by Bard (1975)
ana‘Hillgren and Jacobs (1976), who discuss some significant issues in the
research-consulting process. Parts of this article draw upon their observations.

The purpose of this paper is to present a soﬁewhat more formalistic
description of police research problems, in such fashiop that it might be
generalized to other types of organizatioas. Consequently, one begins to think
in terms of categorizing the problems, which leads to the’development of a
tentative taxonomy.

A Taxonomy of Problems in
Police Research

Table 1 presents an outline of a two-dimensional taxonomy of problems
with some illustrative examples. One dimension may be conceived of as a
continuous variable referring to the relative degree of generality-uniqueness
of ch# problem, vis-a-vis formal orgaﬁizations in general. The secoad consists
|

of a ﬁominal categorizatioa of the sources of such problems.

Dimension I. Relative Uniqueness of the Problem

‘A, Problems common to the conduct of research in virtually any and all

formal organizations.

. In this category would fall difficulties related to possible conflicts
¢—— between the aims and proéedures of the research and the coatinuing goals
of ﬁhe organization, the drawbacks associated with being either a part-time
ggﬁfuil-time member of the organization, and the need to becowe familiar with

the history of the organization, its structure and functioning, key personnel,

)
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etc. Also included would be methodological problems such as the difficulty

of assigning subjects randomly to experimental and control groups for evaluation
research (or even simply obtaining agreement that there should be control
groups). Thes2 are matters addressed by the presgntations of Boehm and
Goldstein in this symposium. | -

B. ' Problems that may be .similar or common to the conduct of research in

many formal organizations, but which are more significaat and/or

severe in the case of Police Departmeants.

For example, the custbmary inertia that affects most organizations in the
maintenance of existing policies a;é procedures is reinforced by the existence
of statutory aad judicial limits and prescriptioas far in excess of the federal
regulations on fair employment discussed by Bartlett. These constraints refer
to the organization's ''boundary activities" (ruies of evidence, prisoner
treatment, citizen rights, etc.), as well as to internal functioning (civil
service regulations re employment, promotion examinatioas, et al.). 1In
addition, the paramilitary nature of the organization ;eemn to foster a more
directive, if not authoritarian-compliant leadership style than one usually
encounters in civilian organizatioas.

'
t

C. Problems relatively unique to the coaduct of research in police

organizations.

Salient, here, is the atheoretical, even anti-research orientation of
inany police persounnel--often coupled with a special aatipathy to psychologists
(to be discussed further), ''Research", 1in this view, provides little but
publications, incdme, and perhaps pfomotion for the researcher. Accordingly,
but also because of the limited financial regourcgs of most nwnicifal agencies,

psychological research is rarely funded in-house, leading to further difficulties

in problem-definition and “ownership" of the research,
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Dimension II. Source(s) of the Problem

The source, or origin of the probiem is considered, here, as distinct
from the specific ways in which a problem may be manifested (i.e. the
"content" of the problem). For example, the manifestation of a problem might
be the lack of acceptance of a perZormance review system that was developed
by an I/0 psychologist. But the sources of that problem may have to do with
the police office:s' atereocyped notions about psychologists and vhat the
psychologists are actually trying to accomplish, or the current state of
conflict between police rank-arnyfile and coumand.

The distinction between source and content also'emﬁhaéize; the possibility
of multiple sources for any manifest problem.

A. The nature of the Psychologist (or "Social Scientist,”" '""Researchex,"

or "Consultanat'").

and

B. The nature of the Police Officer.

It seems to make sense to talk about thess two cg;egories together because
some of the more interesting difficulties councern virtuai "mirror image
differences" in the attributes of the two groups.“(Moreover, the one thing
they undoubtedly shave is limited first-hand kno&ledge of eazh other.) These
mirror-imagze characteristics both reflec¢t and contribute to a general lack

of fit in socio-economic class backgrounds, primary and secondary socialization

experiences, value systems, etc. These are apt tc be felt not only in the

routine interpersonal encounters between the twoigroups, but also with respect
to their respeétive views concerning ''needed chdﬁgqs" (which, and how much) in
the Police organization.

1. Approach to Problems.

Psychologists tend to have, if not reflective, at least a

"gcientific' approach to problems. Our bias is to contemplate alternative

)
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hypotheses, collect relevant data uude; as controlled conditions as possible,
and to express "answers" ' (if aay are forthcoming) in probabilistic terms.
Police bfficers tend to be rather impulsive risk-tzkers (see
Lefkowitz, 1975). Théy are also often faced with pragmatic probleﬁs (1f not
crises) that appear to domand quick andAdecisive responses. Their "answersf

kY

usually are expressed in clear-cut binary terms (&es-no) that ignore the
shades of gray. Those of us who have given expert testimony in court and
have been required to answer complex questions with a simple ''yes" or 'mo"

(e.g. "Is the test valid?") can appreciate the disparity in orientations.

2. Approach to Human Behavior.

Most psychologists, if we have undergone appropriate occupational
socialization, accept the principle of psychological determinism. Behavior
is, at least theoretically if not in every instance, amenable to 2xplanation
in generally causal terms. Many of us are ~ven sufficiently curious or otherwise

motivated to aztually try to do so.

| On the other hand, police often seem to share, with many others,

!
a strﬁightforward, no-nonsense, non-introspective, somewhat moralistic belief

in "ﬁtgngjll" that obviates the need for any other explanations of behavior.
B answer 15 bl

That is, in response to the question ”Why?",Apeople do things simply becsuse

they, want to -- period! Nowhere is this cosmological difference so apparent

as in the (clinical) psychologist's a*tempt to understand or explain criminal

behavior, which as pointed out by Meehl (1970), is usually interpreted by

police as "excusing' that behavior.

3. Persoaal and Political Ideology.

Psycheclogists tend to have a somewhat progressive or even liberal
political and social ideology in coutrast to the conservatism of most police
officers (se: Lefkowitz, 1975). Although this discrepancy is probably

less in the .case of the somewhat more conservative 1’ .3ychologisct,

Ay
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importaat differences remain with rega=d to the I/0 psychologist's readiness
to introduce organizational changes, vs. the police officer's customary pre-
occup&fiéﬁ ﬁithrfféserQiﬂg the existing order. For examplg, it has been
observed tna< the relative unsophistication of police manageﬁént practices is
due to fhe lack of implementation of available practices even after they have
been demonstrated zffective (see Lefkowitz, 1977).

4, Status Needs and Expertise.

Psychologists often manifest high status needs and the need to be
parceived and related to as "experts.'" Some observers feel that psychologists
have even been known to approach police with what is perceived as an arrogant
attitude (Hillgren & Jacobs, 1976). |

On the other hand, police officers slso seem to have strong
st&tus concerns—-apéa?ently related to lack of personal self-confidence, low
occupational prestige, and a preoccupation with maintaining "'self-respect"

(see Lefkowitz, 1975). This is reinforced by their view that only police
officers can fully comprehend police problems, which is one aspect of the
pervasive "us vs. them" thinking that promotes extreme levels of group
cohesiveness, social isolation, suspiciousness and defensiveness concerning
"outsidars." |

One could not imagine a poorer "fit" thaa the somewhat haughty
"outside expert" with little or no prior éxperience in law enforce@ent, couing
in té "do 1esearch” or to "help'" this cynical, somewhat dafensive, and extremely )
suspicious organization. Most psychologists who have worked in police depart~
ments as 'experts''--e,g. conducting ; nanagement training brogr&m--can recall
instances of almost or actually being dtawn into decision-making situations
(actual orlhypothetical) that were outside his‘or her appropriate role and

expertiée. (Few things test one's insight into fiuman behavior like the kinds




of anecdoces and situatioas the experienced police officer can offer, often
while you are in froat ol a group of officers, in tie focm of "What would you
do?™)

C. The Nature of Police - Psychologist Interactioas.

Obviously, the previoasly noted mirror-#mage attributgs of these two
groups imply considerable difficulties in their'interpersonal encounters.
Beyond these, however, are sources of difficulty relating to the role relaﬁion-
ships that partly define the nature of the interaction, as well as their a
priori perceptions, biases, stereotypes, and expectations of each other.

1; Prioxr Exposure of Each to che Other.

The geperal absence of contazt between these two grouﬁs has already
been noted. But more importanfly, the limited contact that.ordinarily occurs
is 1likely to be of the circumscribed sort that ﬁrqmotes biased and/or incomplete
knowledge. 1I/0 psychologists are likely to have encountered pslice”officerg \(
(as is true of most citizens) oaly in the performance of some aspect of their
authoritative role--e.g. having received a speeding violation. Even more
significant is the likely exposure of the police officer only to the (clinical)
psychologist who sought to screen him out from the selection process, or remove

R4 . . .

him from active duty as "psychologically unfit.'" This uegative screening .
approach to selection has been referred to pejoratively as the "gearch for
pathology" (Lefkowitz, 1977).

The second most frequent scenario in which police mav recently -
have encountéred psychqlogists.in the police organization is as researchers
who have used the organization for research purposes. In many instances the
organization passively cooperates with the project while the reseaycher
coacentrates on "éetting the data and getting out''--leaving behind little

of value to the organiza<ion (Bard, 1975).

Fd
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2. Biases, Stereotypes, Expectations.

The generally limited and circumgcribed contazt of each group
with the other serves to reinforce the general occupational stereotypes that
each is 1ike1y to have of the other ("egzhead" vs. "hard 1ead"). These biasas
and expectations .are likely to lead to misperceﬁ:ions even when actual contact
is increased--misperceptions tha: hamper the development of an effective
working relationship. For example, after administfation of the first attitude
questiounaires I undertook with poulice 10 years ago, and which contained a
scale of "Anti-Negro Ideology,”" a colleague and I were purposefully allowed
to "overhear" a Lieutensnt's comments to 2aother officer. This hard-bolled,
experienced officer said, more loudly than was necessary for his friend standing
next to him, "well, I answered those nigger questions right." Having not loag
been oat of Grad'school, and having learned of sociaf desirability respouse
sets, aad having had very little coatact with policemen, I immediately assumed
that he wa3s bragging aBout havring '"'seen through'" the ite;s and av;ided the
"trap" of appraring prejudiced. In fact, as we learned 1ater,.whaﬁ he
meant sarcastically was that he had answered all those items in the most
prejudiced direction, defiantly confirming (his cynical expectation of) our
stereotype about police, What his genuine attitudes are in this contéxt,
are irrelevant.

3. The Nature of Collaboration. _ .
- - ‘ ,

Bard (1975) was probably the first to question the nature of how

law enforcement and the social sciences were wcrking tozether. He pointed out
‘that the relatious between the two svstems might be best characterized as a
temporary "marriaze oZ convenience" in which each system tolerates the other
for short-term gain. As noted earlier, the police department tends to assume
a passively rooperative posture. allowiqgiitéelf to be "QOne to" while we

"get the data and get out."




I would add that an additional bar to the meaningful collaboration
called for by Bard (bevond the myopic concern for a limited set of data) is

the reluctance of psvchologists to train organizational members to carry out

meaningful aspects of a project (i.e. revealing the "tricks of the trade").

~

A

That would too seriously question our status as ''expert.'” But on the otﬁer
hand it must be observed that the researcher is less likely, in comparison ;ith
civilian industrial organizations, to encounter organizationsl members with thg
requisife background and training.

Hoyever, it seems plausible that, given the interest in doing so, a
truly collaborative relationship can be developed. Bard describes a program
in whichr

"the responsibility and s&ccountability for every aspect of the

.current project are being coequaily shared by the Police

Department (hnd sbme of its members) and the university and

some of its social scientists. Police practitioners actively

participate in every stage of the process, including research

design, data collection procedures, and data analysis" (1975,p.129).

4., Employment Status of the Psychologist.

There are essentially three forms of relationship under which the
research psychologist may be working with the police organization: (a) as
a regular full-time member of the staff; (b)Y as a full-time employee on
temporary assignment (e.g. for the duration of a project or contract);
{(c) as a part-time researcher or consultant. The crucial distinction is
Nprobably simpiy full-time vs. partftime. And both alternatives have thelr
aévantages and disadvantages that are familiar to most I/0 psychologists.

Even as a full-time member of the organization, one is genérally

still perceived as a civilian "outsider" (often, as part of the municipal

10
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government administration; hence "political'). But more dangerously, a civilian
who has "infiltrated" and who may undermine traditional police practices. At
best, one maf start off being viewed as a dangerous (albeit sometimes useful)
"pipeliﬁe to management.' Some police psychologists, perhaps partly irn response
to this issue, ha?e become regular sworn police officers.

D. The Nature of the Police Organization & Role.

1. Organizational Inertia. .

The customary difficulties in achieving meaningful, long-term:-
changes in bureaucratic organizations are especiallv apparent in police
departments. Earlier note was taken of the legal constraints on both the
internal functioning of the police department and its dealings with the
citizenry. More fundamental, perhaps, is that an essential attribute of the
police-function in society -- maintaining order -- promotes a conservative
interest in preserving the status quo. That outlook seems to pervade all

~acpects of organizational functioning, to the detriment of most 'change'

programs,

2. Unsophisticated Managemeat.

Various long-time students of law enforcement have observed (see
Lefkowitz, 1977) that police departments ''are about tﬁe most poorlyvman;ged
organizations in our society,' and are '"not too bright at top 1eve}s" (p.350),
Others have observed that police departmeni managers tend to perpetgate the
problem by fostering enviroaments that discourage the continued servicesg of
bright, prcfessionally trained careerists. These do not Qound like people
1ikely to assume the long-term criTical perspective necessary for most ;esearch
enterprises{

Although these criticisms may be becoming less accurate over the
past few years, it'still se;ms true that much mofe is 55222 about police
management than is actually practiced.

Related problemé that have been observed include the very high

? .
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rate of turnover nationally among police department chief executives (which
threatens the continuitv of research); higher rates of turnover aad lower
supervisory performance ratings for the brightest and most motivated voung
police officers; and organizational restrictions against hiring at levels
above the entry position (i.e. "lateral entry") which serve to perpetuate the
attenuating influences on capability at the higher 1levels.

3. Role Conflict.

Many students of law enforcement have observed, and objective
job analyses have substantiated, that the expressed orgznizational goals and
primary identity of the police department (crime prevention and apprehensioﬁ
of ¢riminal) are at considerable veriance with _he most typical resalities
of the police job (maintenance of public order; administratiﬁe-clericalvduties;
"social work' ‘activities such a3 responding ta family disputes or making
‘psychiatric referrals).

The ramifications of this discrepancy at the individual level.
along with the extraordinariiy high visibility of the police job, and its
relatively low occupational status, contribute to the '"culture shock,'" job
dissatisfaction, defensiveness and cynicism so often noted among police
officers. Less often noted, however, are disfunctioﬁal organizational effects
related to decisions concerning resource allocation, training goals, budgeting,
performance evaluation, reward structures, etc. -

The discrepancy between image (including self-image) aﬁd reality
is extremely intrusive at the stage of defining a problem for appropriate
research or consultative work.

4, Organizational Conflict.

Labor-management issues seem to be extremely salient in police
departments. There usually appears to be an antagonistic relationship between

the police officer rank-argefile and their command officers -- more so than in

_many segments of private industry  (why that should be so has not been well

12
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explained, &nd is rather paradoxical 2lven the common socioeconomic class back-
grouﬁds and job experiences of both groups; promotion té command is exclusively
from within, up through the ranks.?

Becsuse the researcher generally '"enters'" the organization via command
levels (in order to gain the needed administrative and fiscal approvals for the pro-
ject),rhe or she becomes identifigd initially as "one of them" by the rank-and-file.
This, of course, exacerbztes all of the customary difficulties of the organizational

interventionist regarding acceptance, confideﬁtiality, and-the question of who is

the "client" or "béneficiary" of the vesearch (organizational members dealt with, or
the senior management that cuhtrols'access and remuneration?), |
Thts J;E;iculty potentiates the previously noted difficulties surrounding
. the'employment status of the psychologist, so that one may’ be perceived simul-
| taneously as both an "outsider" and an antagonistic party to intra-ofgéni;ational

conflict,.

S. The Need for Immediately Applicable Solutions.

\,

Police departmen:cs and (to only a somewhat lesser éxtept), the external
- funding agencies that support police reseaéch, are concerned ;}Tﬁiff}? gith éro-
jects that are aimed at achieving immediately applicable solutions tofgarfent prag-
matic problems. Funding and administrative coopefatfon tend to be extremely diffi-
bcﬁlt to obtain in the absence of virtual "guaranteés", of such results. The
temptatﬁon tc offer such assurances nresents én ethical difficu}ty because even
"applied" reseavch often does no§ yield -- is sometimes not even.designed to.yield---
operational results that sre :esdily apglicable to policies or ﬁrocedq:es for
" personnel practices,
It is probably true that industrial-organizational ésYchblogistﬁ with
bgckgrounds in épplied personnel research, are more "in tune" ;ith this attitude

fd

than are other psychblogists, but that reduces the difficulty bnly_modestly.

>k . 6. Sources of Funding.
'Poliée depsrtments rarely have the budget fféxibility to support

" research directly; funding is generally external to the department (from




Universities, Tederal Goverament Agencies, private foundailous). Aud aloug
] ( , 153 y VP J B

]

with lack of budget control often goes lack of input into the problem-defini-
tion and design phases of the activity. Consequently, the police organization,

even if passively "cooperhting“ with the research may have little commitment

or sense of '"ownership'" over it.b\ﬁillgren and Jacobs (1976) point out that

"yithout 'internal' funding support, the most cost-effective use of the
. \ . :
psychologist will not be realized and professional services will be 'needed’

only when external funding is available" (p.263-264),

. T hope it is apparent that this overall categoriéation of problems
is not offered as a formal taxonomy. There are too many formalistic weaknesses
for that: the unknown reliabiltty of classification among the 12-category
(3 x 4) system; the arbitrariness of the péints chosen'for illustration

Valong the'continuum of Dimension I, etc. Its value,/if any, is more that of
a simple, informal aid to characterizing the issues and thinking- about their

origins, solution, and prevention.

N

Note should be taken of the vefy limited discussion of the
consequences, manifestations, or "content" of the problems that may derive

from these sources of difficulty, The researcher is likely to encounter an

'

operational difficulty at its manifest level, prior to learﬁing, if he or she
ever does, its underlying source. Hopefully this presentatidn can aid the

process of understanding more quickly the etiologic sources of such problems.

Advantages of Conducting Research
in Police Departments

//
Although not a primary focus of this/presentation, it seems
. . /’

important to-end qn/a"'mbre optimistic note. That is because, despite the

sorts of difficulties described above, organizatibnal research with police
— o :

-
¥
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departments is, on balance, considerably'more rewvarding than disappointing.
Some of the positive experiences relate to:

1. Receptiveness of Many Pelice Personnel,

Police departments have,  over the past 10 years or so, been
attracting increased numbers of recruits who are better-educated and less
bound to prior tradition. Some of these men are now in positions of Command,
as well. While still pragmatica11§=oriented, these officers appear extremely |
willing to learn, provided it can be demonstrated effeétively and economically
that research will have some tangible benefits for the(organizatioﬁ.‘

2. Methodological Advantages.

In compariéon with organizational research in general, the police
department offers several design and procedutal advantages. For example, one
has availaple for analyses relatively large cohorts of officers, virtually '
all hired at the 3ame time, via 1den;1ca1 screening procedureé, undergoing
identical training, and placed initially on viftually identical jobs., The
potential value of selection research, criterion development, longitudinal
studies, and in general, the "experimental control” offered by such qommunaliti:s

(in relation to the study of individual differences and/or aiternative treat-

ment conditions) is great.

3. Meaningfulqess of Activities.

One often experiences, in.the conduct of research in pélice
departménts, the feeiing Fha; oﬁe is engaged in significant problem issues -;
~especially when the work impinges on activities at the orghnizatioﬁ's external
bouhd#ries. (The ;eferences listed Qt the end of this paper contain many
examples of tﬁe sort of work being done by psychologists,) The chance to
impqtt gsignificantly on tﬂe internal operations of a poliqe department as
~well as}tﬁe'drganization's interface with other institutions and ﬁhe public y

at-large offers the psychological researcher a good opportunity to‘feeIEUSeful,_

4
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SN FOOTNOTES

lror the purposes of this paper, I've assumed that the term ''research"

includes both the relativel ''pure" kind as well as "applied." The distinction,

|

in any case, is not clear cut, and I mean to include both situations where the
research problem is defined primarily by the researcher as a consequence of his
ér her theoretical notions, and situations where the ''research' is more clearly
‘solution-oriented and defined by the organization. Consequently, it may

be more appropriate, in some instaﬁces, to think of the psychologist as a
;consultant" (even if employed full time within\}he organization) as well

as ''researcher." The latter term will be used inclusively,

2 :
Also at BFS Psychological Associates, Inc.
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